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REMEMBERING CHORNOBYL
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“Ukraine launched on April 26, 2012, the construction of a 
new shelter to permanently secure the stricken Chornobyl 
nuclear power plant as it marked the 26th anniversary of the 
world's worst nuclear disaster.” (Ukrainian News Bulletin)
T
wenty-six years ago, Saturday, April 26, 1986, was 
a warm, sunny day in Kyiv. Early in the morning, 
as I was passing through the Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs building, where I worked at the time, the guard, a 
non-commissioned officer on permanent service with the 
Ministry and a friend, greeted me warmly and informed 
me, confidentially, that something unusual was going on: 
“dozens of trucks, loaded with soldiers wearing special 
uniforms, rushed in the early hours towards the nuclear 
power plant at Chornobyl. Something serious must have 
happened there,” he cautioned.
That was the first time I heard about the Chornobyl 
nuclear disaster that to this day remains the worst nuclear 
catastrophe in contemporary history. The nuclear plant is 
situated a mere 60 miles from Ukraine's capital.
The accident had occurred in the middle of the night, 
just before 1:30 a.m. A power surge during the system 
test resulted in everything going out of control, leading to 
a series of explosions at reactor #4. The explosions that 
blew the top off the reactor caused fires, creating highly 
radioactive plumes of smoke. Fire crews came to the 
power plant from Pripyat and Kyiv, and firemen and first 
aid workers were the main early casualties of the disaster.
According to the International Atomic Energy Agen-
cy (IAEA), the amount of radioactivity released was 
roughly 400 times more than that of the atomic bomb 
dropped on Hiroshima, causing at least 4 000 deaths and 
the evacuation of up to 400 000 people. Safety measures 
were ignored, the uranium fuel in the reactor overheated 
and melted through the protective barriers. The release of 
radiation did not cease until several months later when 
the damaged reactor was finally covered by a concrete 
structure known as the Sarcophagus.
At the time, nobody knew anything about all that. The 
day following the disaster, Sunday, April 27th, was an-
other beautiful day: people were spending time outdoors, 
on their plots of land in the countryside, in the parks and 
on the streets of Kyiv. No official warnings were made; 
in fact, no information about the accident was available.
In the evening of April 28, Radio Moscow an-
nounced: “An accident occurred at the Chornobyl Nu-
clear Power Plant and one of the reactors was damaged. 
Measures have been taken to eliminate the consequences
of the accident. Aid is being given to those affected. A 
Government Commission has been established.” The 
accident was played down and life went on as usual in 
Soviet Ukraine. A few days later the foreign radio broad- 
casts--Voice of America, BBC, Radio Liberty--started 
giving details about the catastrophe and advice on safety 
measures. Very high levels of radiation were reported in 
Sweden and other countries of Northern Europe. Still, no 
information was to be found in the local news media.
The early days after the explosion were the most 
worrisome. Rumors about the disaster and its possible af-
tereffects started to make the rounds about the city. The 
official reaction was: “Nothing serious had happened, 
keep calm, and don't succumb to panic..” We all know 
now that the radiation plumes passed over Kyiv several 
times with increasing amounts of radiation.
On the first of May the celebration of International 
Labor Day was held as usual, with thousands of Ky- 
ivites marching through the streets of Kyiv toward the 
main thoroughfare of Kreshchatyk, where the leaders of 
Ukrainian Communist Party and the Government greeted 
them from the specially erected platform, known as the 
Government Rostrum. The Ukrainian Party boss Volody- 
myr Shcherbytsky was also there. The residents of Kyiv- 
-men, women, and children carrying flowers--assembled 
and participated in the parade with no knowledge of the 
danger in the city's air. The next day a bike race was held 
on the streets of Kyiv. I don't think there were any win-
ners in that race.
Not until May 5th, ten days after the explosion--and 
only after public outcry from Europe and Government 
pressure from the West--did the Kremlin admit the extent 
of the radioactive disaster that had not been contained.
The next day, in a brief TV broadcast, Ukraine's 
Health Minister, Romanenko, advised Kyivites “to stay 
inside if possible, to close tightly windows of the apart-
ments, to keep washing carefully hands and the food prod-
ucts” and not to drink iodine with milk, as some people 
were doing. “Drink red wine--it helps fight radiation,” he 
advised. Red wine appeared in abundance in every store 
at a reduced price.
Then came the days of panic, when people were try-
ing desperately to evacuate their children, their families, 
to send them somewhere, away from Kyiv. Trains leaving 
the railway stations were cordoned off by police units to 
control the exodus.
More than two weeks after the accident the Gen-
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eral Secretary of the CPSU Central Committee Mikhail 
Gorbachev appeared on television and spoke about the 
accident, still avoiding presenting the full scope of the 
tragedy.
It was only much later that we learned about the size 
of the catastrophe, its victims, losses and consequences. 
One day, we may learn the truth. The number of deaths 
and long-term health problems connected with Chornob- 
yl is still very much disputed. Thousands, or hundreds of 
thousands, or millions? The most affected by the accident, 
of course, were the scores of firefighters and thousands of 
“liquidators” or cleanup workers, who directly dealt with 
the explosion's aftermath. The radioactive contamination 
of the vast territories, the relocation of hundreds of thou-
sands of local inhabitants from the affected areas, serious 
health consequences, premature deaths, the sharp rise in 
thyroid cancer and in leukemia, immunological abnor- 
malities--this is what Chornobyl has left behind.
Chornobyl was a Soviet-era accident, but its legacy 
is still being felt today. It all began with an official cover-
up and censorship. A quarter of a century later it is still 
difficult to ascertain accurate information about its health 
effects, mainly because of the close control over data of 
agencies that wish to minimize for various reasons its im-
pact.
The Soviet Government in late April and May 1986, 
it should be noted, rejected all outside aid. The only ex-
ception was made for the American Dr. Robert Gale, who 
came to Kyiv and carried out bone marrow transplants on 
several of the most severely affected firemen and first-aid 
workers. All but one of those patients died. Aid came 
much later, under the aegis of the United Nations, its spe-
cialized agencies, the IAEA, international financial insti-
tutions and individual donor countries.
Units 1 and 2 of the Chornobyl power station were 
restored to operation by the fall of 1986 and unit 3 by 
December 1987. Despite numerous safety problems and 
the IAEA decision to declare the power plant “danger-
ous,” it continued to operate until December 2000, when 
it was finally closed by special order of President Leonid 
Kuchma.
However great the cost of lives and health hazards 
of the Chornobyl accident, one of its most powerful af-
tereffects, I think, has been psychological. The people 
from affected areas, including the residents of Kyiv, 
were gripped for a very long time by dreadful fear and 
by a paralyzing fatalism--later called the “Chornobyl 
Syndrome”--due to lack of information and the profound 
distress over the health of their children and loved ones.
I remember vividly the heated discussions, and 
sometimes quarrels and fights, over what had really hap-
pened and what was to be done. Among friends, family 
members, passers-by on the streets, colleagues at work. 
The most affected were the mothers for whom the Chor-
nobyl disaster and its dangers became a real phobia.
The topics for discussions were: Do we need a Gei-
ger meter to check the radiation levels? Should we carry 
it all the time? What about automobiles that were parked 
outside? Should we send our children out of Kyiv? Where 
to? For how long? Should we all move out? Some fami-
lies moved out. Some broke up. There was an increase 
in mental illnesses. That continued for quite a long time.
According to a survey conducted recently in a num-
ber of European countries, the vast majority of the popu-
lation (86-89%) believes that the Chornobyl catastrophe 
has “somewhat” or “very much” affected their health. 
Over 70% of French citizens are still concerned that con-
sequences of the disaster “continue to affect their health.” 
Almost all Ukrainian respondents (98%) indicated that 
the accident “seriously affected” their health. (3).
Immediately after the Chornobyl explosion the pop-
ular discontent with the authorities and their handling of 
the crisis had been on the rise. People more and more 
frequently took to the streets by holding “unsanctioned” 
rallies and protest marches, demanding the truth about the 
disaster and calling to account those responsible.
“Rukh,” the first official opposition movement was 
born in Ukraine in the late1980s. Student protest demon-
strations became an everyday reality. Chornobyl triggered 
an ensuing political turmoil that swept the whole country 
and united people in their outrage with the regime. The 
“parade of sovereignties” of the Soviet republics during
1990, the victory of the Baltic states, the abortive coup in 
Moscow on 19-21 August, not to mention Ukraine's Dec-
laration of Independence on 24 August 1991—all demon-
strated the inevitable: the Soviet Union was falling apart.
The logical end came in Belovezhska Pushcha, in 
Brezhnev's old dacha in the forests of Western Belarus on 
7-8 December 1991. The leaders of the three republics-- 
Russian B. Yeltsin, Ukrainian L. Kravchuk, and Byelo-
russian V.Shushkevyc—met there and put an end to the 
existence of the USSR by creating the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS). The Soviet Union was finished 
and on 25 December 1991 Mikhail Gorbachev resigned 
his presidency.
One of the first acts of independent Ukraine was the 
Declaration on the Non-Nuclear status of 24 October
1991, which reaffirmed Ukraine's decision to relinquish 
the nuclear weapons it inherited from the Soviet Union 
and accede to the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). That 
decision was undoubtedly prompted by the horrors of the 
Chornobyl tragedy.
By 1994, Ukraine fulfilled its obligations, acceded to 
the NPT as a non-nuclear state and ratified the START-1 
Treaty between USSR and US on reduction of strategic 
arms. By the end of 1996 the last nuclear weapon left 
Ukraine's territory.
Overall, the nuclear arsenal stationed in Ukraine at
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the time it gained independence amounted to the third 
largest in the world: 220 intercontinental ballistic mis-
siles with multiple nuclear warheads, 44 heavy bombers 
equipped with long-range air-launched cruise-missiles 
capable of carrying nuclear warheads, plus a consider-
able number of tactical nuclear weapons. All this weap-
onry was transferred to Russia for elimination. In return, 
Ukraine received a memorandum on security assurances 
signed by the nuclear weapons states and was applauded 
by the world community.
An important role in the lengthy and tiresome pro-
cess of Ukraine's denuclearization was played by the 
United States, which rendered considerable financial as-
sistance and joined in the bilateral talks between Kyiv 
and Moscow. The involvement of the US and the ensuing 
trilateral format of negotiations became crucial in ensur-
ing a successful outcome. The U.S. acted as mediator 
and partner in the bilateral squabbles over the fate of the 
Soviet nuclear arsenal between Kyiv and Moscow, thus 
greatly contributing to a fruitful solution of a very sensi-
tive issue.
Unfortunately, this was the only example of trilateral 
cooperation between Kyiv, Washington and Moscow to 
produce results. Had there been more of these Ukraine 
might have avoided many difficulties in its dealings with 
Russia.
Another important step to fight the legacy of Chor- 
nobyl and to raise nuclear safety and security was 
Ukraine's decision to remove all stockpiles of highly en-
riched uranium (HEU) from its territory. HEU is widely 
used in nuclear power plants, research facilities and, in 
modified form, hospitals. But it is also dangerous as fuel 
for nuclear weapons. The complete removal of HEU, 
which was announced in March 2012 at the Nuclear Se-
curity Summit in Seoul, South Korea, was applauded by 
the world community. The US called it “continuous cou-
rageous leadership of Ukraine on nuclear security.”
The paramount importance of nuclear power safety 
was highlighted once again by the accident in Japan at 
the Fukushima Daichi nuclear power plant caused by an 
unprecedented natural disaster on 11 March 2011. It was 
distinct from the Chornobyl accident in many ways: the 
reactors automatically shut down, there have been no 
large on-site fires, the release of radioactive substances 
has been limited, and there were no cases of radiation ex-
posure causing death or health problems.
Still, the Fukushima disaster raised many ques-
tions about whether nuclear energy could ever be made 
safe enough. It also demonstrated that lessons have 
been learned: the rapid evacuation of people, the abid-
ing concern not to expose workers to excessive doses of 
radioactivity, the transparency around the accident and 
international mobilization to provide Japan with exper-
tise, protection and means of intervention. This all stands
in sharp contrast with how the Chornobyl disaster was 
handled by the Soviet authorities.
Today one cannot but remember the glorifying 
lip service by the Soviet mass media to the triumph of 
“peaceful atom” under socialism and its complete safe-
ty. “They are safer than samovars” Soviet propaganda 
would boast about the country's nuclear power plants. 
“We could build one on Red Square.” They did not. They 
built one in Chornobyl in the 1970s, in close proximity 
to Ukraine's capital Kyiv with two million inhabitants. 
It was done contrary to the vehement protests from then 
President of National Academy of Sciences Boris Paton 
and other Ukrainian experts.
According to official data, during the 25 years since 
the calamity, Ukraine's direct losses and expenditures to 
fight the consequences amounted to tens of billion of US 
dollars, and, in some years, reached 8 to 10 percent of 
Ukraine's state budget.
To mark the 25th anniversary of the Chornobyl di-
saster last April important events were held worldwide. 
A special meeting of the UN General Assembly was 
organized at UN Headquarters in New York. Ukraine's 
capital hosted the Pledging conference, the Summit on 
the Safe and Innovative Use of Nuclear Energy and the 
international conference “25 Years after the Chornobyl 
Catastrophe: Safety for the Future.” Participating in the 
events were important dignitaries from over 60 countries, 
including UN Secretary-General Ban Ki Moon, Chair-
man of the European Commission Jose Manuel Barosso, 
the Prime Minister of France Francois Fillon, President of 
the European Bank of Reconstruction and Development 
Thomas Mirow and many others.
Some 600 million Euros were pledged for imple-
menting the Chornobyl cleanup project, specific mea-
sures were mapped out to fight the consequences of the 
catastrophe, and the prospects for the future of nuclear 
energy were discussed. The money pledged will help 
complete the construction of a new Shelter and build safe 
storage facilities for spent nuclear fuel.
The remains of reactor #4 will be reburied under the 
New Safe Confinement, the 20,000- ton structure that 
spans 257 meters and will contain hi-tech equipment to 
carry out safe decontamination work inside the ruined re-
actor. The construction of the shelter, which started on 26 
April 2012, is expected to cost 990 million euros and is to 
be put in place in 2015; the entire decontamination work 
on the site will push the total cost up to 1.5 billion euros 
($2 billion US).
As the international community commemorates yet 
another anniversary of the worst nuclear disaster in his-
tory, questions about the future of nuclear energy remain 
unanswered. Despite serous doubts about its safety, it 
looks as though nuclear will continue as one of the main-
stays of the world energy supply for the 21st century. For
10
THE HARRIMAN REVIEW
its part, Ukraine plans to continue maintaining the 50% share of nuclear power in national production of electricity at 
least until 2050.
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